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KENNETH HATED THE PITTER-patter of the rain. He just wished after summer, they’d have autumn already. In Henderson County, if one thing was certain, it was that year after year, there was a brief interlude of rain for about four weeks before autumn. 

The parched summer land cooled down with the rain, but it made him morose. He stared out the windows of his now-empty cafe. Nobody came out much when it rained. It was just him and the lone baker at the back. 

Even the up-tempo reggaeton on the radio that his Dominican baker played failed to lift his spirits. It was an awful day, he thought as he sat and went over his inventory list. Nothing much to buy; they had hardly moved the stock. 

When the bell chimed, he quickly looked up, wanting to look cheery for his customers. He wasn't sure about this one, though. He couldn’t tell if her worn jeans had originally been that color of green or if it had acquired that color during its long lifetime of washes. 

The woman approached with tentative steps toward the counter, swallowing tightly, a shadow of fear in her hazel eyes. She was small, barely five-two. 

He forced himself to say something. “Good morning, at least I hope it is one for you. The rain has pretty much made a mess of things here.”

She took in the empty cafe. “It is a lovely morning, I’d like to get an extra strong latte,” she said with a hesitant smile. 

He noticed her hands trembling as she pulled out a tenner from her frayed backpack. He knew a junkie when he saw one. 

“I’m recovering,” she told him. “Just came out of rehab,” her gaze pierced his eyes as she laid the tenner on the table instead of his hand. 

“It’s none of my business.” He shrugged.

“I know what you’re thinking, and it’s better I clarify.”

“Everyone’s welcome here,” he said, feeling guilty as he handed her the change. He shouldn't have judged her, except all his military training had taught him to do exactly that. “Tell you what, why don't you go ahead and take a seat. I’ll bring your order to the table, unless you want it to go.”

He watched her bite her lip before she said, “I’ll stay, thank you.”

As soon as she turned, he couldn't help but give her the once over. She was round-bottomed, rehab had put some meat on her. She had some vague tattoo design on her right arm he barely caught a glimpse of. It made him curious, and he wondered what it meant as he went about preparing the order. She took a seat by the window, watching the rain, almost mesmerized by it. 

Ten minutes later, he walked to her table with a tray. “Here’s your coffee, extra strong to help with the jitters, and a large free slice our baker is trying out; Dark chocolate chili cake.”

Her face screwed up at once. “Chocolate chili? I would never have thought of that. Brave baker!”

“She is,” he said. “Enjoy your coffee. I’m sorry about earlier. I mean it.”

She just stared at him, and he could feel her stare even as he turned and went back to the counter. He tried to ignore the petite woman sitting there but couldn't help but realize that she smelled clean, and when she spoke, she was clear, and her vibe was positive. 

He rolled his eyes. When had he become so poetic? It was the bloody rain, he told himself. Now and then, for the next forty minutes, his eyes drifted back to her. She ate her cake painstakingly slowly, setting her spoon down every time. 

Once, just once, as she sipped her drink, their eyes met. She stilled over the cup, but then he turned away first. What was he doing? Kenneth went out of the café for a breather. He couldn't see much past the downpour. He didn't want to scare her or give her the impression of some old creep. He’d soon turn forty in six months, and the grey was beginning to show at his temples. He closed his eyes and leaned back, the sound of the rain roaring in his ears. He wasn't sad about it, he was sad that he’d gotten here alone. His sister was now married, and Nandini kept pushing him to go out on dates, but he just didn’t feel that pull with anyone. 

Not today, though. This wasn’t a connection, he insisted in his mind. 

Someone sneezed and he blanched. Her again. 

“I’ve gotta go. I wanted to say thank you. The chocolate chili combination is really good.”

“Will sell well you think?”

“I loved it, although I shouldn't be eating so much. I can't seem to help it. My dopamine center loves it.”

Kenneth found the phrase unusual. “I’ve seen it happen. Hey, better healthy than thin and dead.”

She laughed and tried to suppress it with her hand. 

For a brief moment, she hesitated, then said. “Listen, you don't know me, but I was wondering if there’s a job I can get here around town.”

That piqued his interest. “What kind of work are you looking for?”

“Anything, housework, babysitting, driving, I can do some of everything.”

He looked at her real hard and could see that mild trepidation in the tremble of her lips.

“Are you in trouble?”

“I didn't go back home after rehab. I couldn't. I’m not wanted.” She stilled and looked at her dirty, worn, grey Skechers, “I want a fresh start.”

Kenneth understood. “A clean slate, I get that. The cafe doesn’t need staff right now, but why don't you leave a number, and I’ll get in touch with you. Where are you staying, if you don't mind me asking?”

“I've got a place at the motel for now, but if I don't find anything soon, then I’m going to need to move on.”

“No promises, but I’ll keep an eye out.” He got her number and watched her unchain a bicycle that slightly wobbled as she got on it. 

It was only after she was long gone around the bend obscured by rain that he realized he had no idea of anyone who would be hiring right now. Except, he didn’t want her to skip town either and would have to ask around. 

Why? He didn’t know, and so he went about finding a job for the lady whose name he never even asked. He opened the little chit of the napkin where she’d scribbled her name and number. 

Sage.
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SAGE CYCLED BACK TO the rundown motel. As she felt the breeze on her face for the first time in years, she sighed. 

The moment she had laid eyes on him, she had been a bit tongue-tied. The man with the strong jaw and bronzed muscles had seemed lost in his paperwork until the door chimed. He had given her the once-over, and just this once she’d wished she was her old self; confident and happy, before alcohol had taken away her life. 

She could see herself through his eyes—worn, poor, and homeless. She had showered but had little with her. All she owned was two pairs of clothes. Her parents had cut off all contact with her, and except for her sister Ivy, there was no one else to turn to. 

Sage had mustered all her courage to ask for that job, and she could see the disappointment in Mr. Handsome's eyes. She would dream of him, with his buzzcut and strong arms. She rolled her eyes, almost missing the curb into the motel. 

By the time she reached her sparsely decorated room, she was sure he wouldn't call her. Not with the look he gave her, it was good he had offered her the cake on the house. Ivy had given her some money, but she knew she would have to make every dollar count. She loved her sister, but it would be too much to keep asking for handouts. At thirty-four, she had to make a life for herself. And if it meant starting from scratch, she would do that. 

She rolled her blunt hair into a small pony, when the phone buzzed. 

A low voice spoke, and she immediately bent further into her phone. 

“Sage?”

“Yes.”

“It's Kenneth, from the cafe.”

She lost her train of thought. “Hey, wow, please tell me you have good news.”

“It depends. Listen, I don't have a job, but there’s some per diem work if you’re okay with that.”

“What kind of work?” she wondered, half afraid of what was going to be asked of her. People often made assumptions about recovering alcoholics, and the propositions she had heard so far had shocked her. 

“It's not what you’re thinking,” he said with some pause. “It's like home health care for my mom. She’s currently having another cycle of chemotherapy for her cancer. She’s mostly recovered, but the doctor wanted her to have another based on a recent scan. I want someone to help her with it. You know, drive her, help her, things like that. I’ll pay you by the hour.”

Sage didn’t blink. “I’ll take it.”

“I haven't told you the rate yet.”

“I don't care. I’ll take whatever it is.”

“And since we’re talking. You can get some accommodation with Bailey’s. It’s a farm but they have rooms to let. They’re willing to take in someone for now.”

“That’s great. Wow, Kenneth, I am so grateful.”

“You don't have to be. Welcome to Henderson County.”

“I feel at home already.”

She heard him chuckle. “Hey, be careful, there’s a consensus that once you’re here, you’ll never leave.”

She laughed. She didn't want to get off the phone. His voice sounded so warm and comforting. 

“I’ll keep that in mind. When do I start?”

“How does tomorrow sound?”

Her mind was racing. Tomorrow? Her lips moved before her brain could process it. “Sounds fantastic.”

“I’ll text you the address. Sage, will it be okay for you to do a drug test and a background check?”

That threw her off balance.

“Sure, no problem. I can get you a reference too if you need one.”

“Sure. I’ll text you the details. See you tomorrow.”

“See ya,” she responded, noting that her voice was unusually high. 

She hung up the phone with mixed emotions; ecstatic but also slightly wary of Kenneth. He was just following standard procedure. This was his mother, his home. Surely, he would want someone he could trust. 

She would need more than two pairs of clothes, and for that, she would have to visit the thrift store. Everything was happening so fast. 

She picked up one of the two hundred dollar notes her sister had given her and left to bike to the thrift store. 

By late evening, her stomach was rumbling, and she headed to the diner to pick up a sandwich. Her whole mood was sunny despite the rain. Her barely-there raincoat made cycling that much harder, but she persisted. 

As she got off the bike and chained it to the stand, she noticed broad shoulders through the damp glass. She knew her mind was playing tricks on her. It couldn’t be him. Now she was hallucinating Kenneth and brushed it off as her imagination.

She moved slowly and stared hard at the window. It was definitely Kenneth. He was with a woman. For a moment, Sage froze. Her eyes glazed over the glasses of wine on the table. They were smiling, and the woman must have said something funny because he threw his head back and laughed. It was a date, there was no doubt about that. 

A sword pierced her heart, and at that moment, Sage was reminded of reality. It brought her down from the high clouds she’d worked herself onto, back to the ground with a thud. She immediately unchained her bike and cycled back home. 

Sage had only herself to blame. It was entirely her fault that she had built an whole fantasy out of one brief encounter. She half wanted to text him right away that she didn't want the job. However, Sage was many things but not a flake. She wiped her tears with the back of her wet hands and kicked away the bags of clothes. It had been a rude but timely awakening to keep her attitude professional. 
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